The symposium theme, "imperial trauma: the powerlessness of the powerful," has a nice paradoxical ring to it. The obverse would be something like "obedient health: the powerfulness of the powerless," which sounds equally enticing, but what precisely might it be? It is well known that empires are often weaker than they look in various respects, but that hardly amounts to cases of trauma. The leading essay in the fi rst installment speaks of "practical and ideological traumas" in connection with the constraints and burdens that empires place on their bearers-the costs of empire, in short, but in a sense going far beyond economics. 1 This is certainly a subject worth attention, but even here "trauma" seems too strong a word as long as the constraints and burdens are of the type required to keep the empire running. Besides, are they examples of powerlessness? I can only think of one situation in which the expressions "imperial trauma" and "imperial powerlessness" fi t effortlessly together, and that is the one in which empire builders fi nd themselves transformed by their acquisition of empire at such speed that they are conscious of losing their cherished ways, indeed their very selves, yet cannot stop or reverse the process. 
Latin," as he said in his oft-quoted lines. 5 But then, Horace was a mawlā, as the Arabs were to call it: a man of servile origin.
Though Gauls and other westerners also contributed to the sense that Rome had become "a captured city," it was primarily Greeks and easterners who were perceived as a threat to Roman ways, associated as they were with luxury, effeminacy, sexual depravity, and strange cults. 6 "The vanquished have given laws to their victors," Seneca (d. 65) complained, outraged that Jewish religious observances were now "received throughout all the world." 7 "Would that Judaea had never been subdued by Pompey's wars and Titus' military power," a fi fth-century pagan echoed with reference to the unstoppable plague that was spreading from Judaea: "It is their own conquerors that a conquered race keeps down." 8 This was true enough. Christianity was an Oriental doctrine that spread in Greek, Greek having long been the lingua franca of the eastern Mediterranean, offering a way to gather all the many peoples brought together in the empire into a single community, united by one God and, as it eventually turned out, one emperor. The latter topped the transformation by moving the capital to Constantinople.
By then, the original Romans had long ceased to be the bearers of empire.
Indeed they no longer existed. In 212 AD, Caracalla had issued a grant of universal Roman citizenship, so that everybody became a Roman. The original empirebuilders disappeared in the mass of their subjects, under their own name, in the empire that they themselves had created. It may not have been quite what Cato predicted, but it was close enough.
The Arabs
The Arabs came and went at far greater speed than the Romans, partly because they were tribesmen conquering rich lands with ancient civilizations and partly because they were missionary monotheists. Like their counterparts in Central Asia, they were acutely conscious of the dangers of assimilation, and they did succeed in resisting it, in the sense that they remained Arabs and Muslims. But if they avoided being absorbed into the ethnic and religious communities of their subjects, they suffered the obverse fate of being swamped by them under their own name in the empire that they themselves had created, much as the Romans Archeology, 1999] , 117) that this is a reference to Judaism is hard to share. Certainly the section to which it forms the conclusion is about Jews, but the only form of Judaism of which a fi fthcentury author could say that it was spreading like a plague was the Jesus movement, alias Christianity. had been, but so rapidly that the history of the Arab empire sometimes reads like a fast-forward version of that of Rome.
Where the Romans built up their empire over centuries, the Arabs carved out theirs in less than one: they started their forays into Syria in the 630s and reached their maximum expansion, from the Iberian Peninsula in the west to the Indus valley in the east, as early as 711. Like the Romans, they found that the wealth and political opportunities in the conquered lands undermined the traditional order in the metropole; but whereas the Roman republic collapsed in civil war in the fi rst century BC, after some 300 years of expansion, the patriarchal regime in Medina collapsed in civil war in 656, a mere thirty years after the Arabs had begun theirs. As in Rome, the man who won the civil war (Mu'āwiya, 661-680) established a more authoritarian form of government which he did his best to disguise as a mere restoration of traditional ways-an Arab principate, so to speak. (The disguise in the Arab case was tribal rather than senatorial.) But unlike Augustus, he also abandoned the metropole. A move had allegedly been in the cards at Rome as well: Caesar had been rumored to be planning to leave Rome for Alexandria or Ilium (Troy), exhausting Italy by levies and taking the wealth of empire with him. 9 But Augustus had won and stayed in Rome, and it would be another 300 years before the capital was moved to Constantinople. By contrast, Medina had barely been the Muslim capital for forty years when Mu'āwiya abandoned Arabia for Syria.
When Mu'āwiya died in 680, civil war broke out again, this time between the metropole and Syria, and it spread to all the Arab settlements in the conquered lands three years later (when Mu'āwiya's son died without a viable successor) and continued down to 692. In this second civil war, non-Arabs were conspicuous participants, both as regular troops and as rebels. A little over fi fty years later, civil war broke out again (744) (745) (746) (747) (748) (749) (750) , and this time the outcome was a revolution that swept away the rest of the Arab monopoly on military and political power at all levels except the very top: the caliph himself remained an Arab. But he was one of a very special type (a member of the Prophet's family); his army was of mixed descent, recruited in eastern Iran and originally Persian speaking; his bureaucracy was mostly native Iraqi (of partly Christian and partly Zoroastrian origin); and the increasingly autocratic power of the caliph was no longer disguised, but rather celebrated. In short, it had taken the Arabs a mere ninety years to get from the principate to the dominate in something close to its Constantinian form.
The rapid pace of change continued after the revolution, causing the winners of the fi rst round to feel as losers in the second, when the cultural traditions of the conquered peoples began to resurface on a major scale. As in Rome, the eastern half of the empire reverted to its preconquest language and, to some extent, identity-Persian rather than Greek, in this case (the caliphal capital was not transferred to Iran, however). By then, both the caliph himself and his various "governors" (mostly independent rulers by now) had long been recruiting Turkish tribesmen as soldiers; and as in Rome, the military use of barbarians beyond the border triggered population movements there. In the mid-eleventh century, the Near East was overrun by Turks, who proceeded to carve out kingdoms for themselves in the world that they had overrun. All in all, it had taken the Arabs a mere four centuries to complete the development that the Romans had covered in eight, from the beginnings to the barbarian invasions.
The Trauma
In effect, the Arabs only ruled their empire for a century, from c. 650 to 750, though a small number of Arab families remained powerful for some fi fty years thereafter. It was not just their monopoly on power that the Arabs lost, but also their tribal organization and all the cherished features that went with it: their sense of togetherness as a small, tightly knit people; their material and ideological simplicity; their egalitarianism; and their autonomy and ability to help themselves. The proud warriors turned into traders, shopkeepers, and peasants, mere "slaves" as they would have said in the past, paying taxes to "kings" for their protection and increasingly merging with their former subjects. 10 Back in the days when they had been freshly converted tribesmen in the armies of conquest, they had experienced their new religion as a magic potion of the most exhilarating kind. "Barefoot, naked, without equipment, strength, arms, or provisions," they had suddenly found themselves transformed into giants capable of toppling the superpowers of the day and making off with any land, woman, or child they wanted in order to live out the rest of their lives in ease and comfort, certain of their rectitude in this world and of paradise in the next. 11 A mere century later, they found that in winning the world they had lost everything they treasured about it.
This poignant development often goes unnoticed in the modern history books because it happened without any change of labels. The ruling elite still seemed to consist of Arabs; it is simply that, some well-known families apart, they
were not the same Arabs anymore. In the fi rst centuries after the conquests, all native converts were Arabized, and Arabization continued thereafter too in Iraq, For the rest, the locally made Arabs had swamped the category, just as they and other converts had swamped the category of Muslim by then. In effect, they had sidelined the creators of the empire and taken over everything that the Arabs had brought. This was the traumatic development that the conquerors had never foreseen and were incapable of preventing. rison city was protected by an outright ban on non-Arab residence there: hence its inhabitants spoke pure Arabic, we are told. 16 The trouble with keeping the non-Arabs at arm's length was that there was also a desire to convert them: as tribesmen, the Arabs were prejudiced against foreigners; as Muslims, they were minded to invite them in. The story of how the tug-of-war between their two contradictory impulses played out in the fi rst century after the conquests is a long one, and the question how far the conquests themselves were driven by a desire to convert the world is still moot; but if the Arabs were not (or not all) missionary from the start, they (or most of them) soon came to be, and they converted their slaves from the beginning. Quite apart from the fact that it was inconvenient to have non-Muslim slaves in the household, the conquerors probably imagined that new Muslims would simply reinforce their own ranks. In the late seventh and early eighth centuries, when the conversion of free non-Muslims began adversely to affect their revenues, the authorities tried to stop the infl ow of new Muslims. The conquered peoples paid the taxes the Arabs were living off and converts ceased to pay, being always people who had left the land, involuntarily or of their own free will, as captives or as runaway peasants.
Finding their revenues diminished, the authorities would every now and again deem the conversion of runaway peasants to be invalid and round them up in the garrison cities for deportation to their villages. 17 Such acts outraged contemporaries, or at least the religious scholars (many of them non-Arabs themselves); and whether the deportations actually helped is hard to say, for insofar as one can tell, no attempt was made to stop the infl ow of new Muslims in the form of slaves and freedmen, by far the most important source.
In the Arab as in the Roman empire, the vast majority of foreigners entered the conquest society as a direct result of the campaigns by which this society was created and maintained; for it was in campaigns that captives were taken, and captives became slaves, who eventually became freedmen. As in Rome, too, the captives soon outnumbered their captors on a signifi cant scale. Some Arabs worried: "Don't accumulate non-Arab captives; if I had charge of the captives in your hands, I would kill nine out of every ten," an early authority is made to warn the Arabs in an apocalyptic report. 18 But life simply was not possible without slaves. They did all the manual labor. They were engaged in the crafts and in business too, together with or on behalf of their masters, or on their own, paying the latter regular sums. They also made good tutors, even for adults: one might buy a slave as Shabīb the Khārijite, a heretic who raised a spectacular revolt in Mesopotamia in the 690s, was actually a half Arab. 22 It was thanks to the desirability of slaves that the Arab garrison city of Kufa was so full of them that a rebel could raise a major revolt with their help as early as the 680s, during the second civil war. Some were actually freedmen, but all were of captive origin and all were Muslims. It was in the name of their religious beliefs that they rebelled: like the nationalists who rebelled against the European colonial empires, they used the belief system brought by the conquerors against the conquerors. 23 The Arab elite struck back by crushing the revolt and killing every non-Arab rebel they could lay their hands on, but it was all in vain. Non-Arab and half-Arab Muslims were appearing everywhere, penetrating
Arab society with increasing speed, taking over positions of authority in which their occupancy struck old-fashioned people as egregiously offensive, hijacking the society that the Arabs had created, in the name of the religion that they had brought. 24 No wonder that conservatives gloomily cast the caliphs of the good old days, when Arabia was still the metropole, as predicting that things would go wrong when Arabs and non-Arabs recited the Qur'an together, or that the Arabs would be destroyed when the children of captive women grew up; the day would come, people were warned, when the slaves owned by the fathers would inherit the world at the expense of the sons. 25 According to such conservatives, the mixed participants in the revolution of 750, many of them of servile origin, were not even people of the sort who recited the Qur'an, but rather unassimilated native rabble wholly different from both Arabs and proper converts, meaning those who had absorbed the conquerors' outlook and knew their place. 26 They grossly exag- gerated, of course, but then they were afraid. Later there was much talk about the non-Arab nature of the regime that ensued. 27 In fact, Muslim culture continued to have a strong Arab imprint; but for all that, the conquerors could indeed be said to have lost their empire to their "slaves" in that revolution.
The Fate of the Arab Past
To non-Arab Muslims, the Arabs came across as intolerably arrogant, bigoted, and prejudiced-and this is also how they appear to a modern reader, who cannot help siding with the converts, partly because the sources do so and partly because ethnic prejudice is something that we ourselves dislike today. But unlike modern opponents of imperialism, the converts never went so far as to denounce the Arab invasions as illegitimate: it was after all thanks to them that they had become Muslims themselves, and for this they seem always to have been grateful.
Nor did the converts go so far as to defi ne the Arabs out of Islam, though some converts certainly did their best to belittle the Arabs' role in their religion. 28 What the converts did do was to shift the blame for all the evils of foreign rule to the dynasty that had moved the capital to Syria, which happened also to be the dynasty that the revolution had unseated, so that there was every reason to blacken it. The rulers of that dynasty had indeed been illegitimate oppressors, everyone agreed; but then, it was also agreed, they were not the carriers of Islam but rather late converts who had never been meant to rule and who had diverted Attitudes to bearers of empire are never simple, however. Like many small worlds enclosed by prejudice, the Arab universe was beautiful from within, and many converts knew that too. They might detest the prejudice, but they were also drawn to the world it protected; they might hate the Arabs, but they often wanted to be one of them, not just in the sense that they wanted access to the Arabs' God or a share in their wealth and power, but also in the sense that they were fascinated by the life that tribal Arabia represented. Non-Arab Muslims were prominent among the historians who recorded the words and deeds of the Arab nobles around whom the conquest society had revolved and whom they depicted entirely as seen from within, as if their own society had never existed.
Converts also dominated the ranks of those who collected pre-Islamic poetry and the stories of Arabian feuds and wars that went with it. Like the Icelandic sagas, the stories collected conjure up a heroic world in which people did not know or care about civilization with its comforts purchased at the cost of dependence, but on the contrary lived as free men, governed by honor, accustomed to war, acting out their lives on a tragic stage dominated by retaliatory cycles and inexorable fate, speaking in clipped language, and barely wincing at physical or mental pain.
Having conquered the world only to lose themselves, the tribesmen of Arabia did at least live on forever in literature.
Gain or Loss?
Imperial expansion has been one of the main motors of cultural change in history, not least in western Eurasia, the scene of a great many empires, from the Assyrian to the French and British. Empires have generated change precisely because they bring together large numbers of disparate peoples without being able simply to impose their own religion and/or culture on them. In ancient times, they did not even try. Whether empires tried or not, sheer coexistence under the same political roof bred changes, initially and most obviously among the conquered peoples, but eventually and more subtly on both sides. The pains of transformation were shared: both parties would blame the other for the distressing experiences they were undergoing, in some sense quite correctly. In other words, the trauma of losing one's ancestral ways and the cultural developments of formative periods that modern historians are apt to hail as creative, original, innovative, vibrant, and so forth are two sides of the same coin. Does this mean that empires have been a good thing? It is hardly a meaningful question. By what criteria are we to judge whether we would have been better or worse off today without the Roman or the Arab empires, or any other empire in the past, or all of them? Even those who believe themselves to possess the ultimate criterion of judgment in the form of knowledge of the purpose of human existence cannot answer the question, for they will owe that criterion to the past existence of these empires. Wherever in the world one traces the roots of modern thinking, one sooner or later encounters an empire, or several. We cannot think away the empires of the past, in other words, without thinking away our own minds. All we can do as historians is to ask how far the participants themselves thought that a particular empire was good or bad for them and how they reacted to it. Of course, we can also ask ourselves how far we think a particular empire is a good or a bad thing in our own lives now; but that is a political, not a scholarly, question.
